Prethymic T cell precursors express receptors for antigen.
An anti-idiotype serum raised in BALB/c mice against syngeneic lymph node T cells from 2,4-dinitrofluorobenzene (DNFB)-sensitized mice was used to study the early expression of antigen receptors on developing T cells. Normal BALB/c bone marrow cells were treated with either anti-Thy-1.2 plus complement or anti-Thy-1.2 and anti-idiotype plus complement before use in the reconstitution of lethally irradiated syngeneic mice. Five weeks after reconstitution, recipient mice were assayed for both contact sensitivity (CS) and in vitro proliferative responses to DNFB. Mice reconstituted with bone marrow cells treated with both anti-Thy and anti-idiotype sera showed a significant decrease in reactivity to DNFB in both assay systems when compared with mice reconstituted with marrow treated with anti-Thy only. CS response to the noncross-reacting hapten oxazolone was identical in both recipient groups. Bone marrow mixing experiments showed no evidence of anti-idiotype-induced suppressor cells in these experiments. These data provide strong evidence that at least some T cell precursors express receptors for antigen prethymically.